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Humboldt und Leibniz.
Edited by Hartmut Hecht, Regina Mikosch, Ingo Schwarz, Harald Siebert, and Romy
Werther. Boethius, vol. 58. Stuttgart (Steiner). 2008. ISBN 978-3-515-09176-3. 510 pp. 72 €.This volume contains 33 articles contributed by 33 authors, most of them written in
German. After the first paper, the next 11 are concerned with different aspects of Leibniz’s
works; seven papers in the following group deal with Alexander von Humboldt, except for
one which portrays Georg Agricola as a physician-mineralogist; 10 papers are classified as
contributions to the history of mathematics and the last four to the history of astronomy.
It would go beyond the scope of a review in Historia Mathematica to assess the content
of all 33 articles. So I shall restrict myself to those which I consider might be of interest to
the readers of this journal.
Menso Folkerts’ history of the edition of Leibniz’ mathematical and scientific papers,
published by the Berlin Academy of Sciences in the 20th century and in the first years of
the third millennium, deals with the political and personal background of the edition. Most
of the text is devoted to the role of Joseph Ehrenfried Hofmann, the man appointed during
the Nazi-regime in 1939 as head of the Leibniz-edition. The Second World War prevented
the realisation of Hofmann’s plans, primarily because he could not get the staff he had
asked for. Even the restriction to the mathematical texts and finally to Leibniz’s mathe-
matical correspondence between 1672 and 1676 (the years Leibniz spent in Paris), which
would eventually make up Vol. III 1, led to no result until 1976 when this volume was pub-
lished, 3 years after Hofmann’s death.
In a way the following paper of Heinrich Schepers complements Folkert’s history of the
edition since it refers to the word processing program used for more than 10 years in the
edition of Leibniz’s philosophical letters.
Andrea Bréard interprets the configurations contained in the Yijing, which had
interested Leibniz, as the source of combinatorial considerations in a manuscript of Chen
Houyao (1648–1722) and in a chapter of Wang Lai (1768–1813) which, however, had no
relation whatsoever to any probabilistic thinking at the time.
Ursula Goldenbaum highlights the motives of Euler’s outrageous behaviour against his
compatriot Samuel König who had claimed that Maupertuis’ principle of least action could
be found in a letter of Leibniz. For Maupertuis’ defence Euler had published in the name of
the Berlin Academy an article in which he claimed that König had falsified Leibniz’ letter,
the original of which König had refused to present. Critical remarks of the academic
community prompted Euler to change his statement, namely that he had not claimed that
König had falsified Leibniz’s letter but that Leibniz’s letter was a falsification. Euler’s
motives to support Maupertuis were barely honest; beginning with his anti-Wolffianism,
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Euler’s power and influence in the Academy of which he eventually became not the
nominal but the factual president. It would have been interesting to learn why Goldenbaum
thinks that Maupertuis was incapable of defending himself against König concerning
the mathematics involved and thus had to depend completely on Euler’s help in this
respect.
The late Vladimir Kirsanov hints at Leibniz’s concern with a perpetuum mobile and at
Leibniz’s concept of friction, which he had conceived during his years in Paris and which
induced him later to deny the possibility of a perpetuum mobile.
Siegmund Probst displays the difficulties inherent in the reconstruction of the develop-
ment leading to the final version of Leibniz’ quadratura circuli.
None of the other five articles on Leibniz’s work (all of which are concerned with
non-mathematical topics), nor the six papers concerned with Alexander von Humboldt
nor the article on Georg Agricola have particular relevance for the history of mathematics.
Ottmar Ette’s paper “Nach der Kehlmannisierung” which deals with Daniel Kehlmann’s
Vermessung der Welt [Kehlmann, 2005; English title: Measuring the world] could have been
of greater interest for readers of Historia Mathematica, since one of the two main figures in
the novel is Carl Friedrich Gauß. Ette who refers first of all to Kehlmann’s distorted picture
of Humboldt’s personality restricts his account of Gauß to very few remarks describing
how Kehlmann caricatured Gauß.
Amongst the last four papers devoted to the history of astronomy only Erwin Sedlmayr’s
article “Astronomische Entfernungsmaße” (Astronomical systems of distance measure-
ments) dealing with the geometrical, trigonometrical and physical presuppositions for dis-
tance measurements in the universe, reminds us of the close relationship between
mathematics and astronomy.
In the group devoted to the history of mathematics I would like to mention the following:
Philip Beeley and Christoph Scriba “DisputedGlory. JohnWallis and some questions of pre-
cedence in seventeenth-centurymathematics”, Herbert Breger “Natural numbers and infinite
cardinal numbers. Paradigm change in mathematics”, Joseph W. Dauben “ZHU Shijie’s
Siyuan yujian. JadeMirror of the four Unknowns”, Martin Grötschel “Remarks concerning
the history of algorithms” (in German), Roshdi Rashed “The concept of tangents in the
Conica of Apollonius” (in French), Karin Reich “The theorem of Desargues and of Pascal.
Hessenberg’s contribution to Hilbert’s foundations of geometry” (in German), Rüdiger
Thiele “The Weierstrass-Schwarz letters. A preliminary report”, and Anette Vogt “Efforts
towards a mathematical economy. A letter of Robert Remak to Emil Julius Gumbel” (in
German).
At first sight the book looks like a festschrift for Eberhard Knobloch, who celebrated his
65th birthday in November 2008, since the editors dedicated the volume to him and since
most of the authors refer to Knobloch and his publications. But apart from the first article,
an account of Knobloch’s academic career in Berlin by his colleague Hans Poser, the book
lacks everything which one finds usually in such a festschrift. There is no biography or
autobiography, no bibliography of Knobloch’s impressive output of contributions to many
different fields and topics; nor is there any photograph of the Eberhard Knobloch.
Readers might miss an introduction giving more coherence to the different papers in the
volume or abstracts of the articles and more information on the authors than just their
affiliations and addresses but they will still enjoy one or the other paper according to their
interests and tastes as a serious and well deserved contribution in honour of Eberhard
Knobloch.
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Le retour du réfoulé. Der Wiederaufstieg der synthetischen Methode an der École
Polytechnique
By Gert Schubring. Augsburg (Dr Erwin Rauner Verlag). 2004. ISBN 3-936905-07-X. [10],
150 pp. No price given.
The originality of Schubring’s short book lies in the detailed analysis of some archival
documents concerning what is called a “crisis” in the École Polytechnique around 1810.
While historians have in general payed a lot of attention to the École Polytechnique since
Ambroise Fourcy’s early history, this episode is not too well known. Transcribed at the
end of the book, the documents roughly occupy 10% of its length. In many ways, Schubring’s
chosen historical method of presentation extends the one adopted thirty years ago by Janis
Langins, « à propos d’une lettre inédite de Laplace », in the Revue d’histoire des sciences.
Indeed Laplace’s name is important in the present case, as the discussion concerns the
process by which the École polytechnique was to become the “École de Laplace” rather than
the “École deMonge”. While this change had previously been located in the final years of the
Bourbon Restoration—when a rival school, the École centrale, was created—the idea is now
to locate the change at an earlier date, at the end of the First Empire. Moreover, the under-
standing of the scientific import of this move is here greatly modified. To quote Schubring,
the “new” school had no longer any “foundational function” (foundation being taken here
in an epistemic way), to assume instead a “model function” that emphasised the preparation
of engineers. This new function was grounded on what Schubring calls the « synthetic
method », by which he means the methods of mathematical physics of the late eighteenth
century. Such a definition explains the French title, the return of what was repressed, the
repressed being applications of mathematics (as opposed to pure mathematics). In the his-
toriography of mathematics however, the “synthetic method” usually refers to a kind of
geometry that is antithetical to analytical geometry. To compound the confusion, this sec-
ond “synthetic method” is generally attributed to Monge’s descriptive geometry. Since the
book under review does not enter into mathematical technicalities (some of which Schubring
explained in another book) a better choice of terms would help the reader.
The present book aims to show the way the methodological shift from the “École de
Monge” to the “École de Laplace” was managed, using contemporary reactions both at
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